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Three Short Stories by Carl Hansen
Translated from the Danish

By

J. R. Christianson
Translator's Note. The Danish-American author, Carl Hansen, was born
in Jonstrup near Holbcek in 1860, emigrated to America in 1885, taught
for a number of years at Danebod Folk School in Tyler, Minnesota, and
died in Seattle in 1916. 1 Enok Mortensen once described him as follows:
"[He] had attended university classes in Denmark and studied at
the state agricultural school.
He knew something about
pharmacology, a lot about veterinary medicine, and much about
literature and philosophy ... He was a popular teacher. Each
Saturday he gave a lecture- often on classics of Danish literature,
and the students sat spellbound as he read passages with almost
professional histrionic artistry. Some of them wished that there
were two Saturdays in a week so that they could listen to him more
often. People from the community also prized not only his
dramatic performance, but the practical advice he was able to give
in times of illness, whether for a person or a pig. 2
Carl Hansen certainly came thoroughly prepared to his job as folk
schoolteacher at Danebod. He held the liberal arts degree of cand. phil.
from the University of Copenhagen, where he had been inspired by the
lectures of Georg Brandes (1842-1927), the renowned critic of the Modern
Breakthrough of realism and naturalism in European literature. This led
him to seek out the literary avant-garde, and Carl became friends with two
of the leading Danish writers of the day: Jens Peter Jacobsen (1847-85) and
Herman Bang (1857-1912). 3 Bang was the bete noir of Danish literary
life, and both authors were once considered scandalous, although they are
now regarded as classical Danish authors. Carl Hansen shared Jacobsen's
interest in science as well as literature and, like Bang, he also had interests
in journalism and the theater. 4 This was pretty fast company, and Carl
wanted to keep up. He decided to pursue a doctoral degree in literature,
following the path laid out by Brandes. For a time, he was living on the
edge and reading the latest iconoclastic literature from Denmark and
abroad, including Henrik Ibsen's regular attacks on middle-class morality.
At a certain stage, however, Carl Hansen dropped out of the avantgarde and enrolled in Landboh0jskolen, the Danish College of
Agriculture, to pursue a degree in veterinary science. He soon learned a
lot about pharmacology and animal diseases but did not finish the degree.
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The problem was that he was still infected with the "writer's bug," which
he called digteritis (from digter, the Danish word for "poet"). Like Bang,
he worked from time to time as a journalist and stage actor in Copenhagen,
polishing the skills he would later use as a teacher, and he even went to
Jutland for a time to serve as a private tutor on an estate.
What happened next is hard to say. Carl Hansen was bright, well
educated, and had excellent connections, but, at the age of twenty-five, he
still seemed to be drifting from one thing to another. Then, one day, his
drifting took him down to Nyhavn, where all the steamship agents had
their offices in Copenhagen. He bought a one-way ticket to America. On
the eighth of March 1885, he registered his ticket with the authorities, gave
cand. phil. as his occupation, and stated that Chicago in the state of
Illinois was his destination. 5 "I went to America," he wrote, some years
later, "but not because of my virtues ... On the contrary, it was actually
because I felt I was not doing anything in Denmark that I came here,
where I believed there was something doing all the time. "6
The life of Carl Hansen, Copenhagen avant-garde literary figure and
would-be veterinarian, was coming to an end. The life of Carl Hansen,
small-town Middle Western teacher, storyteller, and author was about to
begin. For him, whether in Chicago or in some small prairie town, it
seemed that in America, there would be something doing all the time.
He taught for a couple of years at Elk Horn Folk School, spent a short
time as a student in the theological seminary in West Denmark, and in
1888 came with his bride to Tyler, a raw Danish colony started only three
years earlier on the tall-grass prairies of Lincoln County, Minnesota.
There, he made his home for twenty years, teaching at Danebod Folk
School and struggling to earn a living for his family. "Hansen was forced
to augment his small pay at the school in other ways," wrote Enok
Mortensen. "He served briefly as postmaster and for a time operated a
pharmacy. He also wrote prodigiously. No other author has written better
short stories characterizing the Danish immigrant, and his novel
Pr<Eriefolk (Prairie Folk), which appeared in 1907, is based on his
experiences in Tyler. "7 There, too, Carl Hansen gradually incurred the
hostility of some of his neighbors, perhaps by portraying them a bit too
realistically as characters in his stories. 8
After the heady days among the literati of Copenhagen, he must have
felt like a fish out of water on the Minnesota plains. He continued to write
and became very well known in the wider Danish-American community.
In 1896, he and Oscar W. Lund founded the popular Christmas annual,
Julegranen (The Christmas Tree). In 1908, however, Carl Hansen ran for
probate judge in Tyler on the Democratic ticket and failed to carry even his
own township or precinct. 9
Upon returning from an extended trip to Denmark in 1909, Carl
Hansen found that he could no longer live in Tyler. The ill will of some
people towards him, combined with the difficulty of earning a living there,
compelled him to move. The Hansen family relocated to the TacomaSeattle area in 1910, and there, Carl Hansen died in 1916.
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Donald K. Watkins, Rudolf J. Jensen, and David Iversen have all
written about Carl Hansen in The Bridge and have translated some of his
stories. 10 Watkins saw him as a realistic portrayer of the human condition,
sometimes with a sharp edge of irony and satire. 11 Carl Hansen did have
some of the bite of Ibsen, Brandes, and his old Copenhagen friends, and in
a certain sense, his fiction is in the realistic tradition of the Modern
Breakthrough.
Rudolf Jensen also put him in the tradition of realism. He compared
Hansen 's fiction with that of Sophus K. Winther and found that, while
both of them were on the side of the underdog, Winther preferred to
portray the tension between "economic failure and personal
accomplishment," while Carl Hansen described "quite the opposite, i. e.,
the tension between material prosperity and its immediate potential to
destroy individual ethical values. "12
David Iversen saw him in a somewhat different light. In a 1994 essay,
Iversen presented three of Carl Hansen's Christmas stories and saw them
all as realistic and positive in showing how the warmth and light of
Christmas can form a "spiritual and physical link" between the Old World
and the New, and how the light and warmth of the Christmas celebration
can dispel the dark and cold of the season and of harsh living conditions.13
In his 2006 comparison of Carl Hansen with Hans Christian Andersen,
Iversen found that both writers had a keen understanding of audience, a
deft sparsity of style, and an irrepressible urge to write, as well as a keen
understanding of the ''folkloric concepts of 'quest' and 'space'," which he
illustrated by comparing themes in three of Hansen's stories with elements
from the stories of Andersen. 14
Here are three more stories from the pen of Carl Hansen, the DanishAmerican realist who left a life among the Copenhagen avant-garde to eke
out a meager living on the prairies of Minnesota. As Rudolf Jensen
observed, he sometimes doubted the "wisdom of leaving the old country"
and wondered whether the privations of pioneering on the prairie "would
be rewarded by the success of the following generations," but who never
lost his sympathy for those in need.15

The Parish Constable's Boy16
By
Carl Hansen
The parish constable swore that he had never known a boy like this
one, and he had known a lot of boys.
Anders Christian had been his hired boy for seven months, and
he had still not found an occasion to give him a whipping. The
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cows had not gotten in to the field more than one time, and that
was when the parish constable himself had taken on the
responsibility of watching them while the boy rode down to town
with a letter. And Anders Christian was never moody or sullen
when there was an errand to run or some work that needed to be
done after quitting time-far from it: he was always willing at any
time to be right where there was need of him.
The parish constable was a tough boss, and hired help did not
usually last very long at his farm, but Anders Christian held on to
his job.
He rose through all the ranks: herd boy, top boy, farmhand,
foreman. He became the constable's right hand, and the farm was
never run better than it was in the years when Anders Christian
was in charge.
He also got fifty kroner more in wages than any other
farmhand in the village, and the parish constable had more than
hinted that he would not object to giving his eldest daughter, the
one who limped and was a little simple-minded, to his able
foreman.
So, it was a great shock in the constable's farm and throughout
the village when Anders Christian said he was quitting because he
planned to go to America.
And it didn't even help when he was offered an additional fifty
kroner in wages.
He landed in America at a "bad time," when shops were
closing and factories shutting down, when banks were failing and
the capitalists were hiding away their money in solid vaults.
But Anders Christian traveled out to a "thriving" town in the
West and went from door to door, looking for work. He had not
been in town forty-eight hours before he had a job.
In the dark basement of a big store, he struggled around with
barrels of herring and syrup, cheese and raisins.
And the merchant noticed a real change in the condition of his
wares. Since the Danish fellow arrived, nothing had spoiled in the
basement, and everything was in its proper place down there.
In his steady, quiet way, Anders Christian went back and forth
between the cellar and the yard, until one day, almost unnoticed, he
slipped behind the counter, where customers flocked around him.
The owner got into the habit of asking his advice about business
matters, when some difficult matter needed to be decided or when
a big deal needed to be made.
But when he had reached the position of "head clerk," with a
bigger salary than any other store clerk in town, he resigned.
He wanted to start his own store, he said.
"But, where? Where?" asked his employer.
"I can rent a building across the street," said Anders Christian.
The merchant swung around in the office chair and groaned.
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That evening, he called Anders Christian into the office, and the
next day, the sign over the door was changed.
Before, it had said, "W. E. Dean." Now, it said "W. E. Dean &
Co."
Anders Christian got married, but he did not write home and
propose to the parish constable's daughter. A tall, slender, and
pretty Norwegian girl he had met in the store became his bride.
The business needed to expand. Herring and syrup, cheese and
raisins were moved over to one side, while clothing and dry goods
were arranged on the other shelves and counters.
Ander Christian kept moving around quietly as he always had,
behind the counter and in the basement, but he kept track of
everything, from the most expensive silk fabric to the tiniest spool
of thread.
The building was enlarged. Branches were established on the
edge of town and in neighboring towns.
His American partner gradually withdrew to a little private
office, where he sat and twiddled his thumbs and stared in
amazement.
Twice a year, Anders Christian went East on buying trips.
Large sums of money were exchanged, but he never made a bad
deal. The parish constable's boy moved around the Stock Exchange
or among the wholesale merchants of Chicago and New York as if
he were born their equal.
Then, his political party put him up for City Mayor. He
resisted for a long time, but when he finally agreed to run, he
moved just as quietly as ever into the campaign and led his party,
which had been in the minority in the past, to a stunning victory.
The evening he took over as Mayor, there was a celebration at
City Hall, and the guest of honor was the parish constable's boy.
He was escorted to his place at the head of the table by an
elderly Senator, and in the speech held in his honor, it was said,
among other things, "People like the new City Mayor are the kind
of folks we need, here in the West. People who never hesitate in
making a decision and never make a wrong one. People who do
not race around from one thing to another but work steadily and
sure towards a goal that they eventually reach."
A torchlight parade escorted him to his home, and on the top
step, he had to pause and receive a rousing cheer.
Then the crowd dispersed.
But the new City Mayor stayed there on the top step and
looked out over the town-his town-with a quiet, satisfied smile.
He was thinking about the time when he was herd boy for the
parish constable's livestock.
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Sins of the Fathers17
By
Carl Hansen

There was great commotion in town when the rumor spread that
Jens Hermansen had taken his own life. He had stood in his little
shop and sold sugar and soap and matches that evening, and
nobody had noticed anything out of the ordinary with him, and the
next morning, he was hanging there in the back room between
boxes of wares and barrels of salt and herring.
Nor could anybody understand why this respected and
thoroughly honorable man had taken his own life.
Jens Hermansen's honesty was proverbial in town. Slowly and
carefully, he weighed out rice and coffee and raisins, he filled the
petroleum bottle to the very top without spilling a drop, he gave
change by first counting the coins twice from one hand to the other
and then putting them in a row on the counter and counting them
again with his index finger.
And if there were ever worms in the flour that was bought in
his shop, or sand in the sugar, or stones in the currants, people
could just bring them back and get a full refund or other wares in
their place.
Jens Hermansen was a farmer's son from Vendsyssel, north of
the Limfjord in northern Jutland, and he had eventually inherited
his father's farm, a middle-sized farm with solid, old-fashioned
buildings. He married a prosperous neighbor's daughter, paid off
his siblings' parts of the inheritance, and sat there, debt-free, on his
own farm.
But his house did not prosper, as you might have expected.
Jens Hermansen was just not fit for farming.
He had a
businessman's blood in his veins, and he went from market to
market without really getting started in anything. Then, he traded
the farm for a general store on the south side of the Limfjord, but he
could not really settle into the monotonous life behind the counter,
either. He had a feeling that he could get rich in one fell sweep by
taking advantage of a situation when the right conditions came
together all at once, or by grabbing hold when Lady Luck came
knocking on his door. Because a wise man once told him that Lady
Luck comes knocking just once on everybody's door.
He bought some big tickets on the lottery, but his number never
came 1n. He risked almost everything he owned when he
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purchased a whole shipload of American com that brought him
many sleepless nights before he sold it without making a profit.
The general store went along at the usual pace and gave
enough income to keep the family going.
Meanwhile, Jens
Hermansen became more and more nervous and on the lookout.
He read the ads in all the big papers and went off all the time to
Aalborg or Randers, sometimes to Copenhagen, occasionally to
Sweden, and one time to Germany.
But whatever was being offered in the papers was no better and
no more profitable than what he already had-in many cases, it was
worse.
Money was what he thought about all the time. There was so
much you could invest in and develop if you just had capital.
Margarine factories were up and running now and returning great
profits, or subdivisions on the outskirts of Copenhagen, or an iron
forge in Sweden.
If you just had capital-and didn't have all your money tied up
in this damn general store that never produced more than the bare
necessities of life. What if the whole thing should bum down? And
we collected the insurance .. .
One dark night in July, as lightning flashed and thunder rolled,
the general store of Jens Hermansen burned to the ground with all
its inventory and stock of merchandise.
The hearing that followed demonstrated that Hermansen
himself did everything that was humanly possible to put out the
fire and save whatever could be rescued. He was burned on the
hands and face, and for days afterwards, he went around the site,
wringing his hands and complaining over his great loss.
Intelligent people who had an understanding of such things
were of the opinion, however, that the loss had not been so great,
because the house was old and the stock of wares had been allowed
to run down quite a bit recently.
Hermansen sold the site with the charred remains and a few
acres of land for a small sum and left for America.
But Lady Luck did not come knocking in a foreign land, either.
Instead, there was hard work, frustration, sickness, and
disappointments of many kinds. His wife never adjusted to the
foreign surroundings, took ill, and died.
Eventually, however, he did find peace, after several years of
drifting around, in a general store like the one he had owned in
Denmark.
The children grew up. There were three of them, two sons and
a daughter. The oldest son worked his way up to become manager
of an iron foundry. The daughter married a wealthy farmer. The
youngest son, Johannes, graduated from the best school in town,
went on to the university, and came home three years later as a
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certified dentist. Before long, he had many clients, more than he
could handle, and more than he wanted to handle.
He became a member of the best clubs in town, including
several secret societies, became a sportsman and hunter, kept of
couple of expensive riding horses, and drove up the avenue in the
evening behind the wheel of an expensive, dark red car.
And he began to feel, more and more, that he was not made to
set false teeth in soft, wobbling, disgusting gums or to stand for
hours over a stinking mouth full of black, rotting teeth.
He was young and talented, had a good education-and
America was the land of opportunity.
So, one day, the rumor spread that a large, new life insurance
company was about to open its headquarters in town, and that Dr.
Hermansen would be its director. And the most elegant suite in
town was rented and furnished expensively.
By the very next year, the company was doing so much
business that it was absolutely necessary to put up a new building
of its own, built of fine, white brick with six granite columns in
front and a costly marble statue over the entrance, with solid,
genuine mahogany furniture and room for forty assistants.
The typewriters clattered, the pens danced over the pages of
long insurance policies, and in the basement was a fully equipped
printing press, turning out circulars by the millions.
The director himself was seldom at home. In the summer, he
traveled to Europe, where Paris was his favorite place, and in the
winter, he was in Florida or California.
A couple of times a year, he appeared on the streets of the city,
where everybody greeted him.
Because he was a benefactor of the city. He had given it a park
and a library.
Once, when he returned from Europe, he was met at the station
by a brass band, and a long procession followed him to the
insurance building. That evening, he was honored with a torchlight
parade, cheers, and a speech by the Mayor.
But old Hermansen did not join the procession, nor the
torchlight parade. He stayed in his shop and weighed out rice and
sugar and raisins, and he counted money twice from hand to hand
and one more time along the counter, "so that nobody would get
less than they had coming." That evening, when his daughter came
home beaming with joy over the honor that had been shown her
brother, he waved her off and would not hear anything about it.
"Sins of the fathers," he whispered, and drew his daughter
close to him. "Don't you know what has been written? The
iniquity of the fathers, it says, shall be visited upon the children.
Do you understand, Anna? If only it could be set right by one's self
giving just weight and measure for the rest of his life. If it could
only be set right by that, I say. But that's not enough. Pay close
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attention, my child. Unto the third and fourth generation, it says.
That would hit your children, too. Sins of the father, my child, sins
of the fathers!"
A month later, he went out in the back room and hanged
himself between the boxes and barrels, to the great astonishment of
everybody who knew him. The astonishment grew into panic and
fears that same evening, when rumors of fraud and deception
began to circulate around the town.
The next day, it was in the newspapers. The big insurance
company had never intended to insure the lives of its policyholders
but rather, it concentrated on a sideline that nobody had paid any
attention to. The director had sent several hundred clever young
men out to all parts of the country to sell stock. Thousands of wellmeaning people had bought stock in a company that did not even
exist. The stock was not worth the paper it was printed on.
The expensive headquarters building had fooled the
authorities. When the FBI got on the case, however, the fraud was
discovered in a matter of weeks.
Director Hermansen was arrested in New York and brought
home the day after his father was buried.
During the trial, it came out that two shady investors from
Philadelphia had dreamed up the scheme, and then they had found
the right front man in the young dentist.
The investors vanished, and the police never did find them.
Director Hermansen was sentenced to seven years in prison. A
large crowd watched when he was taken to the station with a
policeman at each side. Only a month earlier, they had welcomed
him with music and cheers, and now, he was sent packing as a
condemned criminal.
The train rattled in under the glass roof. One policeman went
ahead, then came the criminal, who turned on the steps of the car as
if to speak, but the policeman behind him stretched out a hand to
silence him.
The conductor waved, the engine gave a few puffs, and the
long, yellow cars moved slowly down the bright tracks.
An old Irish delivery man stood and watched the train for a
long time, and then turned around and said, slowly and seriously,
to himself, "You can't get something for nothing."
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Life Sentence18
By
Carl Hansen

I

sat one evening 1n the home of a fine, old Danish pastor in
Chicago.
The clock struck ten, and it was time to leave, but I was not
allowed to go.
Because the pastor was in a mood to talk and talk.
They had all come to him, knocked on his door, all these failed
geniuses, these individuals haunted by fate, these university
graduates who never managed to find a position, these students
who failed their exams, these artists who never became famous,
these businessmen gone bankrupt. To him they came when there
was no good advice, or help, or consolation, or escape to be found
anyplace else.
The old pastor told about all of this.
Then the doorbell rang, and the pastor's daughter went to the
door.
It was a "soldier" of the Salvation Army with a letter.
An "officer" had found a Danish man in a "ten-cent lodging"
on Clark Street. The man was dying and wanted to speak with a
Danish pastor.
"Well, off I go. It would have been nice to go to bed, but 'so
geht's in der Welt,' as the Germans say, and that's the life of a
Danish pastor in a big city."
"Can I come with you?"
"You? Of course you can. But I would have thought you'd
rather go home to bed. You've looked a bit drowsy the last half
hour or so."
"Me? No, not at all. I haven't been sleepy in the least. Just the
opposite. I'd like to go with you."
"Then come along, if you're interested in that kind of things."
The pastor already had his overcoat on and was standing in the
hall. His daughter brought him a case with his communion set.
We stood for a long time on the corner and waited for the
streetcar. In those days, they were still pulled by horses. When it
finally came, it rattled wearily off through the gloomy streets in the
direction of the Loop and the light of bars and nightspots of various
kinds.
The streetcar came to the end of the line, and now, the lights
were behind us. We wandered down Clark Street.
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And we met all the terrors of the city. Drunk hooligans singing,
others staggering in delirium, Blacks and whites, women with thick
makeup-we met the most repulsive outcasts of a big city in all
their sinister bleakness.
But we did not meet a single police officer. We struck matches
to look for the number of the building and found it by sheer luck.
The sign over the door said "10, 15 & 25¢ Lodging."
The stairway was dark, narrow, filthy, and stinking.
The proprietor was in bed, and his "assistant" was a huge,
broad-shouldered Holsteiner with a blotchy, red face, an expert at
swearing and bawling people out.
"Those damn Salvation scum run and call for pastors and
monks and rabbis as soon as one of our lodgers has a stomach
ache," he said, and fumbled around under the greasy desk for a
light, which he turned on.
"I hope you' re not too high and mighty to go up yourselves and
find the idiot you're looking for." He held out the light to us. "Two
flights up on the left."
I took the light and went ahead of the pastor, up the two flights
of stairs. We agreed that these stairs had never been swept or
washed.
Then, I opened the door on the left, and we peered into a long,
murky room, so long that the far end was lost in darkness. Under
the ceiling hung a single light that cast a pale, reddish glow over
figures lying in rows along the floor, separated by an upright board
between each sleeping place.
And in the doorway, we were met by a stronger wave of the
same smell we knew from the stairway. The stink of unwashed
bodies, wet clothing, alcohol breath, and all the diseases that plague
humanity.
We began to make our way down the narrow aisle, which
reminded you of the manure channel in a barn. Now and then, we
stepped over a pair of legs that were longer than they had a right to
be for ten cents a night.
Some rose up on an elbow and stared at the light. Others
pulled up the blanket and hid their faces-maybe we were looking
for them.
Then, the "officer" stepped out of the dark. He was a pale, little
Swede with thin hair and a light beard, wearing the uniform of the
Salvation Army.
"I'm glad you came so quickly," he said. "He doesn't have
many hours left."
He went ahead of us, farther into the darkness, and stopped by
one of the sleeping stalls.
I held up the light and saw a face so waxen yellow, so deathly
pale, and a pair of large, blank, dark eyes under swollen, pale red
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eyelids. A thin, white hand with large veins and blue nails lay on
the blanket.
Maybe he was already dead.
No. He opened the heavy eyelids, looked at us for a long
time-and smiled.
But then his cough carried him away, the short, hollow cough
of a sick chest that works its way through the body in sudden jerks
against your will.
The pastor tried to go up and put his hand on the dying man's
forehead, but it was impossible for him to come to his side without
stepping on one of his neighbors.
"We have to move him," he said. "There must be a human bed
somewhere in this colossal poorhouse."
The officer and I went down to the Holsteiner, who cursed and
swore and shouted that his "boss" would not allow crooks and
vermin to lie down and die of typhus or the itch in the best beds in
the "hotel."
The officer did not listen. He pointed to a door.
"What's behind that door?" he asked.
"That's the boss's own private parlor, and God help anybody
who tries to go in there."
The Salvation Army soldier opened the door and looked
around.
"A nice, big, airy room," he said. "We can use it. And here's a
telephone. Perfect! If you make any more trouble, we'll phone the
police station and have them send over five or six officers. So, let's
get a bed with good, clean linen and put it up in here."
The German hissed, but he still helped us, and gradually, he
even became a bit more helpful.
"Because, you know how it is," he said. "We don't want the
cops coming around. Either you have to punch the cop in the nose
or you're hauled into court and fined."
He put up an iron bed, got some fairly clean sheets and
blankets, and made the bed.
We went back up the stairs. The pastor met us at the door.
"All set," said the officer.
And we made our way down the narrow aisle, past the poor
sleeping figures, until we came to our countryman.
We wrapped the blanket tightly around him, gently led him out
between the rows of planks, and carried him down.
"Am I-heavy?" he asked.
Oh, no, he wasn't heavy. I never thought a grown person could
be so easy to carry. Nothing but skin and bones.
We laid him down carefully, and the pastor took out his chalice
and paten, wine and wafers from the case.
And the parlor of the hotel's proprietor became a church-a
church filled with mighty, gripping solemnity.
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When the service was over, the dying man put out his hand.
The pastor took it with both of his hands.
"Is there anything you have on your heart? A greeting to your
loved ones back home in Denmark or over here? If so, let us know.
What is your name?"
"My name ... " He said it. And we looked at each other in
amazement, the pastor and I.
Because it was the name of one of Denmark's most famous
scholars, a teacher at one of the leading institutions of higher
education. It was a name that was known and respected far beyond
the borders of Denmark.
"Are you related to, or the son of ... ?"
"Yes, I'm the professor's son. In my jacket-in the inside
pocket-you can find letters and papers-if you need proof. But it
makes no difference now-makes no difference-now, I'm going
where it's all the same, whether you're the son of a professor of a
poor beggar."
And he told us the story of his life, in simple, straightforward,
everyday terms-a story like hundreds of others.
He was a student, wanted to be an officer, but the family had
produced many famous names in medicine and theology, and the
father wanted him to carry on the tradition.
But the son did what he wanted to do. The only thing that
appealed to him were the shiny buttons of a uniform.
He came to the Officers' Academy, got his shiny buttons, and
became a lieutenant in the Reserves.
Then came the turning point in his life.
One evening, he got into an argument with one of his superiors,
and the argument ended in a fight.
But a soldier is not allowed to strike his superior. The
punishment for that is hard and merciless.
It did not help that he was the son of a famous professor. He
was punished, given a dishonorable discharge, and sent to
America.
Sent to America! This officer who had never held a tool in his
hands.
"And things went badly," he said. "Of course, they went badly.
I've been a waiter, barber, cook, streetcar conductor, and many
other things. Mainly, though, I was unemployed, wandered the
streets without a place to live, without food. Then, my lungs gave
out-fortunately."
The gray light of dawn began to spread into the room. The
pastor and I sat in silence. The sick one coughed, weakly, without
hope. A couple of drops of blood oozed out between his lips."
The Salvation Army soldier came in with a young doctor, who
felt his pulse, put the stethoscope to his chest, and wrote a
prescription.
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I went out with the doctor.
"You can come up to my office and pick up the death
certificate," he said. "That will save time and inconvenience. He
won t live long. Pay? No, we don't take anything in a case like this.
Good morning."
He went down the center of the stairs. Obviously, this was not
the first time he had visited a "ten cent lodging."
In the room, the pastor sat and hummed a hymn. The sick
man s pale gray face shown in the faint light. I went up and felt his
thin hand, which was lying on the blanket. The nails were even
more blue, the veins more prominent, but the hand was cold and
limp. The pulse did not beat.
The man was dead.
Dead in a "ten cent lodging" on Clark Street.
We went out to the street. The air from Lake Michigan
surrounded us, damp and raw. Countless chimneys pumped coal
smoke into the heavy, wet air.
The pastor stopped.
"I've often wondered," he said, "what happened to all the
shabby, unfortunate wretches who simply vanished, sank to the
bottom, here in Chicago. All those who came and asked for help
once or at most twice, and then disappeared without a trace, as if
swallowed up by the earth. Now, I know."
We wandered on, past the filthy, rotten buildings with some
dive on the street level and a sign that read "10, 15 & 25¢ Lodging"
above.
The same hovels, same dives, same signs, as far as the eye could
see, and far, far beyond.
At the streetcar station, we said goodbye to each other. Each of
us went his way.
1

1

But the memory of my countryman, the professor's son, the
officer, who died in a "ten cent lodging" has followed me through
the years.
I know, of course. A soldier must never lay his hands on his
superior. The punishment for that is hard and merciless.
For this man, it was a life sentence.
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His parents had a small farm (bolsted), and his father was also a horse
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Hansen, Landsm~nd: Fort~llinger (Cedar Falls IA: Dansk Boghandels
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